Painful sickle cell crisis: bone marrow patterns observed with MR imaging.
Eleven patients with homozygous sickle cell anemia (SCA) undergoing painful crisis were studied with magnetic resonance (MR) imaging. The signal intensity of bone marrow was diffusely decreased in the axial and peripheral skeleton on short repetition time (TR)/echo time (TE) images and long TR/TE images, which suggested hematopoietic marrow hyperplasia and was confirmed by isotope marrow scans in five patients. Focal areas of further decrease in signal intensity were seen on short TR/TE images in 12 of the 14 (86%) painful joints and three of the five (60%) painless joints. In the painful joints, these focal areas converted to high signal intensity on long TR/TE images, presumably due to edema, which suggested acute marrow infarction. In the painless joints, these low-intensity focal areas remained as low signal on long TR/TE images, which suggested absence of edema and thus areas of old infarction or fibrosis. These results indicate that MR imaging may enable differentiation between acute and chronic marrow infarcts in patients with SCA and serve as a useful guide in monitoring and directing therapy.